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ABSTRACT 



This report examines the beginning of the educational 
experiences of students who leave college before their second year, both 
those who return to college later (stopouts) and those who do not return 
(stayouts) . The report is based on data from the 1989-90 Beginning 
Postsecondary Students Longitudinal Study. First-year students in 1989-90 
were followed up in 1992 and 1994. Among study highlights are the following: 
overall, nearly 30 percent of first-year students left before their second 
year; 64 percent of students who left the 4 -year sector returned within five 
years (stopped out) , whereas half of students who left the public 2 -year 
sector stopped out and half stayed cut; among stopouts in the 4 -year sector 
42 percent returned to the same institution, whereas in the public 2 -year 
sector, 57 percent returned to the same institution; and in both sectors, 
students who stayed out were more likely to be older, to have children, and 
to work full time. Twenty- four tables and figures present data in sections 
on: overview of first-year leavers, stopout path from 4 -year institutions, 
stopout path from public 2 -year institutions, and characteristics of stopouts 
and stayouts. Appended are a glossary and technical notes. (Contains 18 
references.) (DB) 
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Highlights 



• Nearly 30 percent of 1989-90 beginning students left postsecondary education before 
the beginning of their second year. Sixteen percent of students enrolled in the 4-year 
sector left, while 42 percent of students enrolled in the public 2-year sector did so. 

• Among students who left the 4-year sector before the beginning of their second year, a 
majority (64 percent) returned within 5 years (stopped out), and 36 percent did not re- 
turn (stayed out). Among students who left the public 2-year sector, half stopped out 
and half stayed out. 

• Among stopouts in the 4-year sector, 42 percent returned to the same institution, and 
58 percent transferred elsewhere. In the public 2-year sector, the opposite pattern oc- 
curred: 57 percent returned to the same institution, and 43 percent transferred. 

• At least half of stopouts who transferred — 65 percent from the 4-year sector and 51 
percent from the public 2-year sector — reenrolled in the 2-year sector. 

• About one-third of stopouts from the 4-year sector earned some postsecondary creden- 
tial within 5 years; those who transferred earned primarily vocational certificates or as- 
sociate’s degrees, and those who returned to the same institution earned primarily 
bachelor’s degrees. 

• In the 4-year sector, stopouts who left private, not-for-profit institutions and returned to 
their original institution were much more likely to earn a bachelor’s degree and much 
less likely to subsequently leave without a degree than their counterparts in public in- 
stitutions. 

• Attainment rates for stopouts from the public 2-year sector were higher for those who 
transferred — nearly half earned some credential (almost exclusively vocational certifi- 
cates) — than for those who returned to the same institution. About one-quarter (27 per- 
cent) of the stopouts who returned earned a credential (half earned certificates and half 
earned associate’s degrees). 

• In both the 4-year and public 2-year sectors, students who stayed out after leaving in 
their first year were more likely than stopouts to be older, to have children, and to work 
full time. Stayouts were also less academically integrated into their program than were 
stopouts. 
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Foreword 



This report examines the educational experiences of students who leave college before the 
beginning of their second year. It tracks the path, of those who return (stopouts) to determine 
where and when they reenrolled. The report also compares the background and school experi- 
ences of stopouts with those who do not return (stayouts). Because of fundamental differences in 
the student populations and the missions of the institutional sectors, the analysis was conducted 
separately for students enrolled in 4-year institutions and those enrolled in public 2-year institu- 
tions. Because of their diverse nature and small sample sizes, students in other types of post- 
secondary institutions including those in the private, for-profit sector; public less-than-2-year 
institutions; and private, not-for-profit less-than-4-year institutions were excluded. In total, these 
individuals represent about 14 percent of the undergraduate population of beginning students. 

The report is based on data from the 1989-90 Beginning Postsecondary Students Longitu- 
dinal Study (BPS:90/94). The BPS survey is the longitudinal component of the National Post- 
secondary Student Aid Study (NPSAS:90), a nationally representative sample that includes 
students enrolled in all types of postsecondary institutions, ranging from 4-year colleges and uni- 
versities to less-than-2-year vocational institutions. The BPS:90/94 cohort consists of students 
who enrolled in postsecondary education for the first time during the 1989-90 academic year. 
The cohort was followed up in 1992 and 1994; it therefore offers a wide range of information 
regarding student persistence and degree attainment 5 years after members of the cohort first en- 
rolled in postsecondary education. 

The estimates (mostly percentages) presented in the report were produced using the 
BPS:90/94 Data Analysis System (DAS), a microcomputer application that allows users to spec- 
ify and generate their own tables. The DAS produces design-adjusted standard errors necessary 
for testing the statistical significance of differences shown in the tables. For more information 
regarding the DAS, readers should consult appendix B of this report. 
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Introduction 



Undergraduates who complete their first year in postsecondary education and reenroll in 
their second year are more likely than not to attain a degree. Whereas about half of all students 
who enter postsecondary education complete some postsecondary credential within 5 years 
(Berkner et al. 1996), about two-thirds of first-year persisters do so. 1 Thus, students’ experiences 
in their first year of college may have a lasting influence on their long-term persistence. 

Nearly one-third of all undergraduates leave postsecondary education in their first year, a 
greater proportion than in all later years. 2 Student characteristics associated with early departure 
are typically linked to nontraditional status: being older, working full time, attending school part 
time, and having financial and family obligations that may conflict with attending school (Horn 
1996, Lee 1996, Moore 1995, Mohammadi 1994, Feldman 1993). While students who leave are 
generally less academically prepared and have lower grades than those who stay, some studies 
that interviewed leaving students also reported that students cited financial reasons, family or job 
responsibilities, and personal problems as reasons for leaving more often than they did school or 
academic reasons (Lee 1996, Ogletree 1992, Kent State University 1993, Bonham and Luckie 
1993, White 1971). For example, one survey of 399 leavers from a community college found that 
less than 20 percent of students cited school factors as reasons for leaving; 40 percent cited lack 
of time or money; and 67 percent cited “other events or circumstances” (Bonham and Luckie 
1993). 

Other studies have reported that many students who left did so with intentions to return 
(Sydow 1996, University of Maryland 1987, Bradley 1975). Little has been reported, however, 
on whether or not students actually do return, and if so, how successful they are in completing 
their postsecondary education. That is the focus of this report. Taking advantage of a national 
longitudinal survey of beginning postsecondary students (BPS) who began their postsecondary 
education in 1989-90, the analysis will address the following questions: 

• Among undergraduates who drop out in their first year, who comes back within 5 years 
and what is their subsequent persistence and attainment? 



*BPS:90/94 Data Analysis System. 

2 At least within 5 years. Based on the BPS:90/94 Data Analysis System. 



Introduction 



• How do students who return differ from those who stay out? 

The study includes a multivariate analysis to control for the interrelationship of factors that 
are associated with early departure from college. 
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